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30 October 2017

Attn: Simon Kidd and Elisha Kelly
General Manager, Retail Markets Branch
[bookmark: _GoBack]Australian Energy Regulator
GPO Box 520
Melbourne VIC 3001

Lodged via email to: AERInquiry@aer.gov.au
AER Reference: 62858

Dear Simon and Elisha,

Re: AER Customer Price Information Review — Issues Paper

Thank you for the opportunity to comment on the AER Customer Price Information — Issues Paper.

The Energy and Water Ombudsman (Victoria) (EWOV), is an independent and impartial industry based dispute resolution service. We receive, investigate and resolve complaints between customers and their energy and water companies. 

We welcome AER’s review of the way energy price information is shared with customers, particularly as EWOV does receive complaints related to miscommunication around pricing offers. While the issue of energy price is outside of EWOV’s jurisdiction, EWOV sees benefits in establishing more meaningful ways to compare retailers and their pricing offers for customers to not only get the best deal, but to understand what their contracts entail, and subsequently minimise related complaints to our office. This is especially pertinent to disadvantaged customers who may not have access to online resources, and may not even know they can, or are unable to, research different offers themselves. 

Between 1 July 2016 and 30 June 2017, EWOV received 443 cases concerning account transfer, specifically about the variation of contract terms. We also received 525 cases concerning marketing, including 87 complaints about marketing information, and 207 complaints about misleading marketing. 
In addition, EWOV also regularly receives complaints from customers experiencing bill shock. In the 2016/17 year, we received 3,142 cases regarding high billing, representing 24%, and the top issue, in EWOV billing cases. 

This complaint handling experience gives EWOV insight into the difficulties some customers face about the availability, transmission, and quality of information from energy retailers about pricing. The following case studies illustrate the lack of consistency that often occurs in retailer’s marketing offers, and the difficulties customers can face in obtaining accurate pricing information, which leads to bill shock and complaints.

In case number 2017/11429, a customer contacted EWOV about conflicting information from his electricity retailer during a transfer. A representative of the retailer called the customer and quoted electricity rates over the phone. Based on those rates, the customer agreed to transfer to that retailer. However, when he was issued with a welcome letter, different rates were applied. EWOV investigated the case, and after assessing phone transcripts between the retailer and the customer, and the retailer’s offer letter, we found discrepancies in the prices offered. The EWOV Investigation resulted in the retailer compensating the customer with a $200 credit to his account. The customer was satisfied with the outcome, and EWOV closed the case.

The customer called EWOV (case number 2017/6994) to complain about misleading marketing and contract variation. His electricity and gas retailer, through door-to-door marketing, offered him a new contract under which he would receive a 40% pay-on-time discount for electricity and 20% pay-on-time discount for gas. However, when he received his next bill, there was only a 10% pay-on-time discount noted on both accounts. After EWOV raised an Investigation, the retailer agreed to honor the offer made by the door-to-door marketer on both accounts for the first two bills only, after which the customer would receive a 15% pay-on-time discount on both accounts. It also applied a $100 credit to both accounts. The customer was satisfied and EWOV closed the case. 

In case number 2017/11171, a customer called EWOV with the complaint that his electricity and gas retailer did not send him written confirmation of his contract terms. The customer’s contract was due to expire, and he asked his company to provide written confirmation that his rates would remain the same under his renewed contract. The company advised him that the contract terms would be emailed to him, but the customer never received it. EWOV raised an Assisted Referral but the company still didn’t provide the customer with written information about the renewed contract, only a general company brochure. EWOV escalated the case to an Investigation, which resulted in the retailer providing EWOV with welcome packs prepared for the customer for both his gas and electricity accounts. EWOV passed these onto the customer, who was satisfied, and the case was closed. 

Every case EWOV receives is unique. These cases illustrate just some of the complaints that are raised by customers when it comes to energy pricing and marketing, and the challenges faced by retailers when miscommunications occur. EWOV believes that effective price communication strategies would limit confusion, and potentially decrease the experience of bill shock by giving customers better access to rate comparisons that would prevent complaints from arising.
Our recommendations, in order to minimise and prevent future complaints of this type, are as follows: 

· We believe that to minimise complaints, verbal offers should be promptly followed up with written materials.
· Written materials should be in plain English, presented in a simple and uncluttered one page layout. 
· Clear, unambiguous written information should be provided with the option to be posted to the customer in the mail, or handed to them in the case of face-to-face meetings, as email is not always the best communication method for vulnerable customers.
· English language materials should use simple images and symbols to reflect the content of the written material.
· EWOV provides various fact sheets translated from English into up to 36 other languages. For CALD communities who might not have access to digital information, we provide a free translator service via phone. In the 2016/17 year we received 258 calls requesting translator services for 30 different languages. With this complaint handling experience, EWOV recommends written information regarding pricing be made available to customers in a wide variety of languages, and that translators are available to give information verbally to customers in their natural language. This would facilitate better dialogue and reduce the progression of complaints to EWOV. 

We trust the above comments are helpful. Should you require further information or have any queries, please contact Katherine George, Research and Communications Officer, on (03) 8672 4357 or Katherine.george@ewov.com.au. 

Yours sincerely,
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Cynthia Gebert 
Energy and Water Ombudsman (Victoria)
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